Opioid peptides in the pituitary: a hormone, a paracrine modulator and a peptide in search of a function.
Endogenous opioid peptides derived from all three opioid precursors have been isolated from the pituitary of mammalian species. While beta-endorphin of the anterior lobe was soon shown to be secreted into the circulation as a hormone, the dynorphins and the enkephalins were found to occur in relative small quantities too low for export and effects in the periphery. With respect to the prodynorphin family in the neural lobe convincing evidence has been accumulated for a role of dynorphin A(1-8) in the local control of the release of the hormone oxytocin. The function of the enkephalins in the anterior and neural lobes, in spite of many efforts with in situ hybridization, immunocytochemistry, receptor autoradiography and receptor binding and bioassays, is still elusive. Research should be directed into the role of enkephalins in different physiological states, developmental stages and in non-mammalian vertebrate species.